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On April 12th, 1963, Reverend Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. was arrested and pushed into solitary
confinement on charges of violating Alabama’s mass public demonstrations laws during a nonviolent
protest. On April 18th, 2018, four students were arrested in Washington D.C. on charges of disruption
during a nonviolent sit-in outside of House Speaker Paul Ryan’s office. On
October 4th, 2018, 293 people were arrested in Washington D.C. on charges of unlawful demonstration
during a nonviolent protest opposing Brett Kavanaugh’s nomination to the Supreme Court. History,
undoubtedly, repeats itself. During his overnight arrest, Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. penned the “Letter
from Birmingham Jail.” In this letter, he declares, “Freedom is never voluntarily given by the oppressor;
it must be demanded by the oppressed.” Dr. King’s words are echoed through todays actions just as
loudly as when they were written. Dr. King’s work focused on granting citizens the power to utilize their
right to vote. Today, in the current election climate, this same spirit is felt through the energy of the
canvassing youth rallying others and encouraging them to use that right that was so greatly fought for to
represent themselves. There is a power in a vote that cannot be explained– the power to cast a vote is
the key to forming a part of society. Therefore, Dr. King’s legacy is not his legacy alone but rather a
responsibility of society to uphold these principles and use the rights that were secured.
When my parents were in their early twenties, they were exiled from Cuba after refusing to stop publicly
voicing their thoughts on the government’s unjust actions. They were forced to come to the United
States as political refugees. Here, they were able to start a new life where they could express their
beliefs and have the opportunity to live without the fear of being persecuted for believing that every
human being has the right to an opinion. This is Dr. King’s legacy. The ability to use our voices to
condemn injustice within our society in a nonviolent way is the most powerful tool we have. Dr. King left
behind a movement for the individual as well as the collective society. Dr. King’s message reminds us
that without respecting individual voices, it will always be impossible to support each other in reaching a
common goal.
In the “Letter from Birmingham Jail,” Dr. King also emphasizes that no action is worse than negative
action. Change will always be met with resistance, but no advancements will ever be made for our
society without implementation of direct action. By remembering the words and life of Dr. King, we as a
society are reminded that we must never be bystanders; we must always be upstanders. Today,
movements such as March For Our Lives led by young student activists parallel the times when Dr. King
led many young activists in the pursuit of a nonviolent approach for direct action during the Civil Rights
Movement. When those in power do not do enough to represent us, we must follow Dr. King’s example
and pave our own road. My experiences and examples of activist heroes such as Dr. King have allowed
me to be unafraid of standing up for not only my rights but also the rights of those who I see are being
mistreated.
Taking direct, nonviolent action to combat indifference is as critical in today’s society as it was in the
past. By honoring the past we are not only empowering the future, but rather ensuring it.

